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TRANSCRIPTION
[00:00:01]
TW:

Today's date is February 23rd, 2022 and this is an oral history interview with Dr. Seth Archer for
the USU COVID Collection Project. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. Joining me are Tameron Williams, the graduate assistant for
the COVID Collection Project and Doctor Seth Archer. Good morning, Dr. Archer.

SA:

Good morning.

TW:

Could you please tell us what your official title and role is at USU and any areas or fields of
expertise.

SA:

Yes, I am an Assistant Professor of History, and my area of expertise is Native American history
and the history of medicine. But I teach a range of courses including colonial America,
environmental history, some graduate courses, methods courses. But those are my two main
areas: Native American, history of medicine.
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TW:

OK. So, when the COVID-19 outbreak first hit campus in March of 2020, how did it affect your
specific role in that of the history department?

SA:

Well, that's a great question. It seems like ages ago. I've a lot of people have said that COVID,
the pandemic, has warped time and that's that is certainly true for me. I remember the day…that
classes were cancelled. I remember that well, but it seems like it seems like 10 years ago.
Honestly, I mean at least five years ago, and it was only two years ago. At that point, I was coteaching an Honors class with a sociologist, colleague, and friend, [Dr.] Guadalupe [MarquezVelarde]. That was a small seminar-based class, discussion-based class, only 25 students. And we
were almost halfway in at that point; it was, I think, early March, middle of winter.

[00:01:58]
SA:

Things seemed to happen almost by the hour. We knew [COVID] had arrived in Utah. Of course,
most of us had no idea what that meant, but there was a sense, ‘OK, we might have to pivot to
online.’ ‘We might have to create basically a new course in canvas’…and then, honestly, within
hours it seemed like, OK, classes are just no longer meeting. So, I was fortunate to have
Guadalupe as a co-instructor because at least we could put our heads together and figure out what
we were going to do. That's my most vivid memory of that moment. I can't even recall the other
class I was teaching. It would have been a solo, a normal class where I was the only instructor. I
think it was maybe a graduate course, but I can't, [laughs] I don't remember, and that obviously
also was moved to online. So, there was a lot of scrambling. Of course, I'm just one of thousands
of faculty who had to do the same thing: pivot and try to move the course online as much as
possible.

TW:

So, what was the reaction of your students in that initial outbreak?

SA:

They were understanding. Many of our students at USU have experience with distance
ed[ucation], and that really helped, either through online courses or broadcast course. We didn't, I
can't recall, I don't think we had Zoom, or maybe we had just gotten Zoom at that moment, but in
any case, the students were sophisticated, most of them. And they were able to pivot better than
the instructors. Frankly, I mean, the students were great.

[00:03:50]
SA:

The problem was students who didn't have good wi-fi. And, as I recall, the administration worked
tirelessly, I mean, probably around the clock trying to figure out how to get students decent Wi-Fi
or get them to places where they had decent wi-fi. I think this was especially a problem with our
statewide campuses. That became more than a full-time job for a number of people. But faculty
were largely insulated from that; we were busy scrambling trying to get our classes online. That’s
what I recall spending the most time with. Whether it was because I had Honors students and no
statewide students or what, I didn't really have any students with difficulty getting a good Internet
connection. The Honors students really had no trouble moving their work online in the course.
What we lost, of course, was the discussion, the live discussion, that the entire class was built
around that. Guadalupe and I actually did not lecture in this class. We just spoke to one another
and learned from one another, and so moving that into the discussion board part of Canvas was a
poor substitute, frankly. The Honors students knew that, we all knew that, but there was nothing
else we could do. So, we kind of carried on that way.
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TW:

To pick up on that were there any other specific challenges or concerns during the transition to
the remote teaching and learning?

SA:

For me, specifically, I can't say there were. We were concerned about losing students. We just
knew our students pretty well that semester, 'cause we didn't have that many. I had 25 in the one
class and a handful in the other. So, by early March we knew all of them and we weren't too
concerned about them just disappearing or... Well, let me let me restate that, we were concerned
that people would get sick, that people would have to care for loved ones, that people might have
to move to a different state for various reasons, mostly to care for loved ones.

[00:06:10]
SA:

So, we were concerned that students might drop out or just leave the class without a trace. And,
what would that mean? How would we get them back? You know, how would we grade? How
would we get work from them? How would we give them a final grade? So, that kept me up at
night. But it didn't happen in my classes. I know that that did happen in other classes and,
anecdotally, and from the news, I know that American colleges and universities did lose a lot of
students, at least temporarily. I think especially community colleges and then in the Fall that
enrollment was way down at a lot of places. This was not the case at USU, as I understand, which
I think all credit is due to our people. Our administration, especially, but also staff and the
students themselves and the families of students that we kept going and that we managed. We
managed to keep students enrolled, to keep people employed. I mean it's a miracle. It's a small
miracle that we were able to do that in late 2020 and early 2021.

TW:

You spoke about returning back to campus in the fall semester of 2020? What specific steps did
you or the history department take in preparing for that return to campus?

SA:

Well, that's a great question. Tameron, who is on this interview right now, was in that graduate
class with me in the Fall of 2020. He and the other, whatever it was, 12 or 13 students were
marvelous in terms of taking precautions, wearing masks, keeping social distancing. We were still
learning how to do that, but the students were really, especially the graduate students, they were
so considerate and so thoughtful.

[00:08:00]
SA:

They wanted to stay in person. I wanted to stay in person. Everybody, as far as I could tell,
wanted to stay in person. Especially in graduate courses where discussion is key—that's
important. So, our first day of class, we met outside in the amphitheater, at the top of the
amphitheater, here on the Logan campus (which some of the people listening to this might be
familiar with). We had cloth masks, so we were all yelling, as I recall, at the top of our lungs to
be heard; there was traffic on 400 [North] that was making it hard for me to hear. (I'm a little bit
older than my students.) But we got through that first day. I found that really difficult 'cause I had
never taught outside. I'd never taught with a mask on. I think this experience was probably
replicated, again, thousands of times with thousands of classes. We then moved to the
Engineering Building and met socially distanced. And that seemed to work really well. Only
speaking for myself, I don't know what the student experience was like. Tameron could speak
about that later, I suppose, but it felt like a real class. We were able to do most of the things that I
wanted to do. My other class that semester was a large lecture class. I taught it hybrid so the
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lectures were posted online, and then we had a weekly discussion session on Zoom, because by
that point Zoom was part of our teaching apparatus. It was technically optional—that discussion
section—but I strongly encouraged it; so, I would have, I don't know, 30 to 50 students show up
every Monday for that discussion, and then the rest of the course was online. I'd never done that
before. I was never an advocate or champion of online education. I was skeptical about it. But
necessity is the mother of invention, and it was OK.
[00:10:01]
SA:

I still have my reservations about it. We could get into that, if you're interested, but for the
students who don't come equipped with all the tools to succeed in college, I think online courses
can be a really heavy lift. But I did the best I could. I had some marvelous students, as I always
do at USU. I had some students who struggled. And what I noticed in that lecture course was that
students didn't reach out as much. There just wasn't…either I didn't have the tools to make them
understand how they could get, ask me for help, or it was just...it was just so different for
everyone. I think I wasn't as helpful and useful to students as I would be in a classroom where
they can just come up after class and ask me…or tell me that they're struggling, or tell me that
they had to go to a funeral, or all the things that happened to students. There was much less of
that communication with undergraduates in the fall of 2020 in my American History survey. So,
I have regrets about that, and I think I've gotten a little bit better the more I continue to teach in
that hybrid format.

TW:

Could you talk about the struggles that the graduate students experience during the initial
outbreak and the ongoing pandemic?

SA:

Yes, and I remember clearly again, with Tameron on this call, I remember clearly the issue. The
class I was teaching was called the Graduate Research Seminar. It was the first semester. It was
the 2nd year course. The first semester of the second year for our master students. It's a two-year
program, and in that course students like Tameron were drafting their first piece of a thesis
project. For most students in history, a thesis paper is a three chapter 75-to-100-page research
project.

[00:12:08]
SA:

The struggle, the main struggle, was that they couldn't go anywhere to do research. That was the
case with Tameron, who needed to visit some archives on the Plains. That was the case even with
students who were doing research locally with the Northwest Band of the Shoshone [Nation].
Students who needed to get into the LDS Church archives. Nobody could get into archives.
Tameron eventually did. That was really, really difficult for our graduate students, and I should
say it was difficult for us faculty because we literally did not know how to advise a thesis project
that did not have archival research. Students use Special Collections where you are now, Todd,
but I don't remember what the arrangements were. Certainly, you guys were remote for quite a
while. I had a student, Brooke LeFevre, who wrote a marvelous Master's thesis about a plural
wife in the 19th century who struggled with various health issues. She transcribed an entire diary
out of the special collections, but I think she had begun that work before the pandemic started. So,
students who arrived in the fall of 2020, graduate students, without thesis research completed
really had to pivot and basically use interlibrary loan, which was a godsend for all of us, and
digitized sources. That's what they did. Plenty of thesis projects changed because of that. Plenty
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of advisors had to had to rethink how we advise grad students. That was a heavy lift. I remember
deadlines were pushed back almost across the board for graduate students. I know a lot of our
students took an extra semester, possibly an extra year because they couldn't get into the archives.
[00:14:04]
SA:

That was really challenging. The only other thing to add is none of us had gone through that.
None of us had lived through a pandemic. None of us had tried to do the work of a historian, by
which I mean mostly archival research, without archives being opened. So, we literally did not
know what to tell students.

TW:

Was your own research affected by the COVID pandemic?

SA:

It was, Todd, but I was really privileged because, as was mentioned at beginning this interview, I
studied the history of health. Anyone who studies the history of health or contemporary health
even was in high demand in the first few months of the pandemic. Newspapers were emailing and
people were setting up zoom conferences, seminars. Everyone wanted to hear from scholars of
health. For the first year of the pandemic, my research had a bit of a boost. I had really mixed
feelings about that 'cause my professional life was benefiting from the world's misfortune. So,
even though the archival research—I had two archival research projects at the time—even though
those were put on hold for a full year, I was able to participate in conversations. I published a
short essay for the trade magazine of the American Historical Association, which was a huge
venue for me. I had never done any public-facing scholarship before. I didn't know how to do it.

[00:15:50]
SA:

I was afraid of that kind of work, but the pandemic did enable me to put my work into that venue.
That was a huge a huge benefit to me. I don't know if we're going to... let me let you ask the next
question. I was just going to say that the first year was easier and better for me than the second
year. 2021 was much harder because people were no longer interested, it seemed like, in the
pandemic and in the historical precedents for it. People were just exhausted by it, and so was I.
So, 2021 was less productive, and I continued to have my archival research on hold. You know,
we had small windows kind of open. Where it was safe to travel, where you could get across the
border to Canada where some of my research is. But those windows were really small, so I faced
more obstacles in 2021 than 2020.

TW:

You could speak to that if you want to further.

SA:

Sure, well, I had an article project, a research project, that I intended to turn into a journal article
about a smallpox epidemic on the northern plains in around 1870. Most of the archival research
for that project is in Alberta in small, relatively small, archives in the Canadian province of
Alberta. As you know, as you both know, the border was closed for a long time, and even when it
reopened there were vaccination requirements, it was unclear, could I get a rental car? It was
unclear what the flights would look like? Was I going to get stuck at a random airport? Being a
somewhat anxious traveler, I kept sort of just putting that off frankly. I still haven't had a chance
to go up there.

[00:17:54]
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SA:

That's the way that 2021 has been a little bit more difficult. I, like many other researchers, pivoted
to an article that I had a lot more material for. Where I could use ILL more, just like the graduate
students. Where I could use digitized sources more. I've spent most of 2021, and the first bit of
2022, working on that article instead. I would like to get up to Alberta once things calm down a
little bit. Of course, fingers crossed that once again this wave, the Omicron wave, now will end
and things will open up and it will be safe to travel. And people won't get stuck in random
airports for 48 hours, etc., etc.

TW:

Reflecting on you as an individual, the history department, and USU, what were the successes
and the challenges in the responding to the pandemic?

SA:

This is a really hard question. It's actually easier for me to identify successes because, as I
mentioned earlier, we didn't have layoffs as far as I know at USU, or very few layoffs, and that
was not true at many universities around the country. Especially in the Midwest there were some
pretty severe layoffs of faculty and staff. We pivoted well to online, or as well as we could, as I
mentioned before. I think that especially 2020 was mostly a success as far as USU is concerned.
Now students would say something very different because students really struggled, and many
felt like they lost out on a year of their college education, or at least college life. And of course,
many did actually lose out on a year of college social life.

[00:19:51]
SA:

But from my perspective, the university did as well as could be expected in 2020. And I can't
really think of any failures in 2020. 2021 is a different story, it's a mixed story, so I guess I can
think of some failures there. Not specific to the administration, but specific to the state. As you
guys know, Utah did really poorly in terms of keeping infections down, and the virus spread like
wildfire in this state. Obviously, it did everywhere eventually, but when it really mattered, when
people were getting very sick and dying, before there was a vaccine, the state of Utah was not
doing a good job. Not doing a good job keeping infections down. Especially not doing a good job
keeping our hospital beds available for people who needed them and, so, we saw some of that in
Logan. The house I live in was underneath the sort of fly path for the helicopters that were
constantly flying down to Salt Lake City carrying patients. That was a daily, sometimes four- or
five-times daily reminder of what we were going through. I don't lay that on the administration, I
do lay it on the legislature. The legislature could have done better. We didn't get a vaccination
mandate at USU until, I believe, this past…the beginning of this semester. So, January of 2020.
It was highly controversial. People listening to this interview can dig into the newspapers from
this year and see all of the controversy around that. Students were able to get exemptions for one
reason or another. But I think that was turning a corner here. I mean, my first semester back in
person, in the classroom, is this semester, and it has everything to do with the vaccination
mandate. Knowing that upwards of 80% of the students in the classroom have some immunity to
this virus, and they're less much less likely to spread it, gave me confidence personally about my
own health, but especially gave me confidence that I was not putting other students in harm's
way.

[00:22:08]
SA:

You know, we have immune-compromised students who potentially could struggle mightily with
the COVID virus, could get very sick. And as instructors, we feel, many of us, or most of us, feel
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a responsibility to protect those students. Without the vaccination mandate, there wasn't much we
could do to protect each other, so that was important. Mask wearing has also been controversial
and has been it's been difficult to get USU students to comply with that. They're just sick to death
of wearing masks, and who can blame them? But too often, as an instructor of health, I know that
that many health conditions are invisible, and I think our students make the mistake of looking
around and assuming that everyone is healthy. Their fellow 18-year old's or 40-something
instructor who looks to all appearances to be healthy, and that's a mistake; we really shouldn't do
that. We should assume that people are vulnerable; and we should wear masks until we're told
that it's safe not to. That's been really hard to get students to comply with that. Students in my
classrooms have done better than others because I talk about health a lot, and so it seems relevant,
and it seems like “OK, well, in a class about health, maybe we should do the right thing.” But I
know in many other classes, students and instructors just don't bother wearing the masks. Frankly,
it's becoming harder to know what to do as the virus becomes endemic. That's really only been
relevant in the past couple months where the spread has grown so wide.
[00:23:58]
SA:

Obviously, people who are vaccinated can still get the Omicron variant of the virus, although
their health is much more protected because they're vaccinated. We seem to be entering this
endemic phase where the where COVID-19 is more like the flu. No one seems to know what that
means in terms of masking, in terms of crowds, you know, getting together in crowds in crowded
spaces, the way we used to do despite the flu. I think we're going to sort of inch toward that, but
it's going to take time for people, and I include myself in this, it'll take time for people to build up
a tolerance for knowing that COVID is spreading and that we're vulnerable to it; so, that's going
to be an interesting thing to watch.

TW:

So, where do we go from here?

SA:

Where do we go from here? That's a great question. I think [that] we hope and pray that medical
science will continue to build good vaccines to protect people, to protect the most vulnerable, and
to protect all of us when and if this virus becomes dangerous again. We all hope that it becomes
less dangerous like the 1918 pandemic, that that flu strain just became endemic and became much
less dangerous to human health. We hope that happens with COVID. We might not be there quite
yet, but we hope we're there. If a new strain arises that's dangerous, the university needs to pivot.
We need to use the tools that were developed during 2020.

[00:25:58]
SA:

As much as students will dislike that, we have to have those tools at our disposal and be ready to
use them if the worst happens. Now, I don't think that's going to happen. I really hope that instead
the virus will become endemic, will lessen in severity. Our vaccines will continue to work and we
might even get better vaccines as medical scientists work on this, and as the government supports
that. That's my guess as to what it means in Utah and at USU. What it means globally…where we
go from here? I have no idea. I don't know enough about—despite studying the history of health
and epidemics—I just don't know enough about what other countries…where other countries are
in terms of their capabilities, in terms of their vulnerabilities. The last I heard the continent of
Africa only had a 5% vaccination rate or something very, very low like that. So, in places like
that the virus is going to continue to spread and threaten especially people with health
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vulnerabilities. That’s a many-year process. I expect charitable foundations are going to need to
be established to try to ameliorate those problems. I predict that something like the equivalent of
NATO could be, or a new version of the WHO, let's say, could be established to help get vaccine
to poor countries. But we struggle with a lot right now. I mean, Russia is about to invade a good
chunk of Central Asia and it's not as if our leaders don't have their hands full with other problems.
I hope for the best, and we just have to wait and see what happens.
[00:28:06]
TW:

Well, is there anything else you'd like to add?

SA:

I don't think so. It's been it's been interesting to think through these past two years.

TW:

Well, I'd like to thank you Dr. Archer for agreeing to participate in the COVID-19 Collection
Project and I will end the recording.

SA:

I'm happy to do it.
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